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This international seminar on Language Maintenance and Shift II is a continuation of the previous 
international seminar with the same theme conducted by the Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro 
University in July 2011. We do hope that the seminar with this theme can become a yearly program of the 
Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro University, as we see that this topic still needs our serious 
attention due to the inevitable impact of globalization on the life of indigenous languages. 
 
We would like to thank the seminar committee for putting together the seminar that gave rise to this 
collection of papers. Thanks also go to the head and secretary of the Master Program in Linguistics 
Diponegoro University, without whom the seminar would not have been possible. 
 
The table of contents lists all the papers presented at the seminar. The first five papers are those presented 
by invited keynote speakers. They are Prof. Dr. Hanna (Balai Bahasa Provinsi Sulawesi Tenggara, 
Indonesia), Prof. Dr. Bambang Kaswanti Purwo (Atma Jaya Catholic University, Indonesia), Dr. 
Sugiyono (Language Center, Indonesia), Peter Suwarno, Ph.D (Arizona State University), and Herudjati 
Purwoko, Ph.D (Diponegoro University).   
 
In terms of the topic areas, there are 33 papers on language maintenance, 24 papers on language learning, 
19 paper on sociolinguistics, 15 paper on pragmatics, 8 papers on discourse analysis, 8 paper on 
morphology, 2 papers on syntax, 2 papers on translation, 1 papers on psycholinguistics, 1 papers on 
phonology, and 1 papers on semantics.  
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THE RHETORICAL STRUCTURE AND COMMUNICATIVE STRATEGIES OF THE 
STUDENTS’ REQUESTS IN THE WEB DISCUSSION FORUM  
 
Daniel Ginting 





This paper is to describe the rhetorical structure and the communicative strategies that 
students use in the web discussion forum of Ma Chung University. This web discussion forum 
allows the participants, especially students, to share their ideas, opinions about the current 
issues in the campus in the form of written texts. Among 11 students who get involved in 
discussing two issues, the campus bell and hair coloring, they are most likely to attend to 
directive based rhetorical structure when they have the same opinions. By contrast, 
representative based rhetorical structure becomes more obviously apparent when they have 
diverse opinions among themselves. In order to strengthen the perlocutionary force of the 
utterance, the students are also most likely to use some communicative strategies such as a 
colloquial and native language, abbreviation, capitalized letters and emoticon.   
 
Key Words: speech acts, request, rhetorical structure and communicative strategies 
 
 
Background   
An utterance not only describes a situation or states some facts, but also performs a certain kind 
of action by itself. For instance, the sentence “You have a wonderful smile” is in one sense either true or 
false in light of the real world, namely whether the person really has a wonderful smile or not. Yet, this 
utterance is more than mere description and statement: It does things on its own. The sentence “You have 
a wonderful smile” can function, depending on contexts as praise, telling irony, or even asking for money 
in a certain situation. As the meaning of the utterance is bound to the context, people should be aware of 
its existence.  
 Requesting as one of the communicative themes can be said to be prone to potential face 
threatening act (FTA). People are often not aware of this risk. Despite the fact that they might be 
successful at deliberating the request clearly (illocutionary acts), not a few of them fail to anticipate the 
unfavorable impacts (perlocutionary acts) of their utterances on other people’s perception. As a result, 
such inappropriate utterances are most likely to create misunderstanding among speakers.   
This study focuses on the students’ requests in the web discussion forum thread in the Ma Chung 
Learning Gate (MLG).  More specifically, this study highlights two sub issues, namely, the rhetorical 
structure and the communicative strategies. This study offers theoretical significance: within the discourse 




 Austin and Searle’ theories of speech acts are always interesting to revisit and relevant to use 
when we attempt to analyze ‘what is more communicated by the speakers’ through their utterances.  
Austin mentions 3 aspects of the utterances produced by the speakers, namely, locutionary, illocutionary 
and perlocutionary. The locutionary act is the basic act of utterance or producing a meaningful linguistic 
expression. The illocutionary act is performed via the communicative force of an utterance (an offer, an 
explanation, or for some other communicative force). In addition, perlocutionary act refers to the effect of 
the utterance as recognized by the hearer (for example, to account for a wonderful smell, or to get the 
hearer to drink some coffee). Searle further extends the type of illocutionary act into five categories, that 
is, representative, declarative, expressive, commissive and directive.  
 Thematically, among the numerous speech acts studied, requesting has continually been the focus 
for many decades because of both the complexity of the relationship among form, meaning, and 
pragmatics in requests, and the high social stakes involved for interlocutors when choosing among 
linguistic options (Jorda, 2004; Kaspers, 1996; Meng, 2008). Bach and Harnish (1984: 48) define the 
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term “request” as “a speech act expressing the speaker’s desire for the hearer to do something with the 
added proviso that the hearer takes this expressed desire as the reason to act.”  
In practice, a request is basically a face threatening speech act which demands for action of some 
kind from the other person. It is considered that way because when requesting we threaten other people’s 
freedom (negative face). The success of communication is very much dependent on people’s ability to 
recognize relevant utterances which is clear and potentially offering positive perlocutionary effects on the 
hearer. The word clear means that the hearer will understand the speaker’s intention, and by positive 
perlocutionary effects, it means that the speakers are able to politely convey their request. Requests may 
contain the following components according to Zuraidah (1997): address terms, supporting moves, the 
request proper and internal modifications and the choice of what to include and exclude depends on 
sociological variables like social distance, power and degree of imposition. Thus, speakers are challenged 
to  
select linguistic formulation on the basis of politeness criteria as described below:  
 
Table 1 the Degree of Politeness (Jorda, 2004) 
Less Polite Direct 
Lend me your pencil. 
I want you to lend me a pencil. 
I am asking you to lend me a pencil. 
 
More Polite Conventionally Indirect 
Can you lend me your pencil? 
Would you lend me a pencil? 
Would you be so kind to lend me a pencil? 
 
Most Polite Indirect 
I am afraid I can’t write this down. I don’t have any pencil.    
 
Research Method 
This is descriptive study which aims to describe students’ request about two issues in the Ma 
Chung University management service. There are about 11 students treated as the respondents of the 
research. The data are gained from the discussion thread provided in Ma Chung web site (Ma Chung 
Learning Gate/MLG). There are two issues intentionally chosen as the object of the study, namely, 
campus bell (bel kampus) and hair coloring (cat rambut). The text that students make in the discussion 
forum is kept in its original version for the sake of maintaining the natural setting of the communication. 
Reading in depth is intentionally used by the researcher to analyze the data. The data of the students are 
scored according to the rubric provided as follows:  
 




Positive Face Negative Face 
3 Very 
Strong  
Directly show disagreement with the 
interlocutor that possibly causes 
uneasiness in the side of the 
interlocutor.   
Force the interlocutor to act upon 
the request baldly and hence give 
direct imposition 
2 Strong  Show conventional indirect 
disagreement with the interlocutor 
while still maintaining interlocutor ‘s 
face publicly 
Convey the request by means of 
conventional indirect request and 
hence give indirect imposition 
1 Moderate  Show indirect disagreement with the 
interlocutor and hence save the 
interlocutor’s face 
Indirectly convey the request,  
usually accompanied by some 
politeness strategies hence give 
very soft imposition 
 
Findings and Discussion 
 This study attempts to elaborate the rhetorical structure and the communicative strategies. The 
following is the description of those aspects.  
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The Rhetorical Structure 
The rhetorical structure of the discussion thread commonly complies with the following pattern: 
first, the discussion is opened by the starters who frequently give no greetings in the thread. While 
addressing the problems to campus management service, they give some arguments to make their request 
important. Second, as more students get involved in the discussion forum, they begin to share their ideas 
which sometimes show agreement and disagreement with the previous speakers. Third, as the discussion 
comes to the point where there is no argument for the participants to talk about, wrappers summarize the 
discussion. Like the starters, the wrappers also do not give the greetings to end the discussion.  
 Based on the analysis of the speech acts on the issues of the campus management service, this 
study finds two dominance rhetorical structures: directive (the campus bell) and representative (hair 
coloring policy).  
 
Table 3 Type of Speech Acts and Possible Face Threatening Acts in the Issue of Campus Bell  
Responde
nt  




1 Directive  +/ Strong +/ Strong 
2 Representative +/ Strong +/ Strong 
3 Directive +/ Very 
Strong 
+/ Very strong 
4 Directive +/ Strong +/ Moderate  
5 Directive +/ Moderate +/ Moderate 
6 Directive +/ Very 
Strong 
+/ Very strong 
 
Table 4 Type of Speech Acts and Possible Face Threatening Acts in the Issue of Hair Coloring Policy 
Responde
nt  




3 Representative +/ Strong +/ Strong 
4 Representative - - 
5 Representative - - 
6 Representative - - 
7 Representative +/ Moderate +/ Moderate 
8 Representative +/ Moderate +/ Moderate 
9 Representative - - 
10 Representative +/ Moderate +/ Moderate 
11 Representative - - 
 
 The directive based rhetorical structure is mostly found in the campus bell issue. In this issue, 
almost all students have the same perspective about improper use of campus bell. Their ideas are 
expressed in a directive way, meaning that the campus management should not use the bell anymore 
because of its weird sound (FTA to negative face). Students do not directly mention the name of the 
interlocutor as they kick this issue to each other, but they seem to ‘attack’ (address) this issue to the same 
subject: the campus management (FTA to positive face).  Thus, the pattern of their communication is 
portrayed as follows   
 
 Starter                              
  






Campus Management                        




The issue of the hair coloring policy is dominated by the representative based rhetorical structure. 
Unlike the previous issue (the campus bell), students have different kinds of perspective when viewing 
the hair coloring policy. There are two groups of students who agree and disagree with the policy. The 
latter demands that the university should abolish the policy  (FTA to negative face). In order to convince 
other people, they express their ideas representatively. Because of students’ diverse opinion, the campus 
manager does not become the solely object to blame any longer (+/- FTA to positive face). The pattern of 
their communication in the hair coloring issue is as follows        
 Starter                  Campus Management                        
  




   Wrapper  
  
Communicative Strategies 
Most students joining the discussion forum thread have different strategies to make their 
argument convincing. The following is the list of the strategies they use during the discussion. At the 
lexical level, they use:  
a. their native language words such as NORAK, rek, cowo, neko-neko, mending, gede, gak direken, 
gondrong, etc. 
b. colloquial words such as dipake, aku, make, cocok, kalo nggak salah, buang-buang duwit etc.  
c. English such as  no comment, simple saja, company-company besar, etc.    
d. emoticon : , , ^^, @  
e. discourse marker such as.., hehehehe, etc.   
f. abbreviation such as sy instead saya, etc. 
g. misspell the words such as ga instead gak, uska instead of suka  
h. use capital letters unusually such as LANGSUNG KE YAYASAN 
i. do not separate preposition with the noun such as disini, disana 
At the grammatical level, they   
a. often ignore the use of capital letter when starting a sentence.  
b. use the object focus sentence such as “tentang yang ini, mending ndak usah pakai bel sama sekali” 
c. implicitly address the interlocutors such as “Kan tau kalau universitas kita lagi berusaha keras” 
instead of “Bukankah kalian semua tahu kalau universitas kita lagi berusaha keras” 
d. make complex sentence of three or more clauses. 
e. Make incomplete clauses such as “tapi bel kampus kok masih mengandalkan Megaphone? yang 
suaranya juga lebih mirip seperti sirine ambulance”. 
 
Conclusion 
The thread of discussion forum in the web represents a unique written conversational discourse 
where the participants share their ideas about the prevailing issues. As more students perceive the issues 
with similar perspectives, it is more likely that they become increasingly directive imposing the problem 
on the university management. Thus, the campus management becomes ‘the only object’ to attack. By 
contrast, when they have different ideas in viewing the issue, the pattern of their utterances tends to be 
representative in nature. With this way, they make some argument in the attempt of making their beliefs 
known by other people. Hence, they shift the object of their argument from the campus management to 
other participants who disagree with their beliefs. In addition, very often students make use of some non-
standard written language both at the level of lexicon and the grammar. They seem to have intentionally 
made use of these communicative strategies to intensively increase the perlocutionary force of their 
communicative intension.  
The study of rhetorical pattern and the communicative strategies in the discussion forum thread, 
however, brings about a question: are the students aware of the effects of their utterance on the side of 
their hearers? This question is important to ponder since whatever the students write in the thread has 
direct impacts on the interlocutors. This discussion form is basically integrated to the university elite 
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management website under the name of the rectorat ring on. Obviously, whenever anyone writes his/her 
ideas in this site, it means that he/she actually is “addressing” the top management of the university, 
including the university rector. Direct expressions along with non-standard language obviously represent 
the transgression of the politeness principle, creating FTA of the interlocutor’s positive face and negative 
face.  
I personally disagree the way the students bring forward their ideas in such a way. No matter how 
desperate they might find with the campus management’s service, they still have to adhere to the 
communication ethics. However, it is natural human expression. Students do not make up their real 
impression about the problems. Hence, this phenomenon can be said to be good information for the 
campus management. There are problems that they have to take quick measure. Their service is not yet 
satisfactory.    
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